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Cognitive Develcpment of Children of Alcoholics

Abstract
The Children of Alcoholics Foundation estimates that
approximately 7 mil1lion children under 18 years are growing up
with an alcoholic parent. Several recent studies have evalua-
ted the cognitive development in these high risk youth and
suggest they have language and attention problems prior to any
exposure to, or consumption of alcohol. The purpose of this
study was to compare.the early cognitive and motor development
of male preschool children with an alcoholic father to matched
community comparison boys who were located via door-to-door
canvassing in the same neighborhoods. Despite meticulous
neighborhood searches, findings showed that the SES of control
families was significantly higher than alcoholic families as
were HOME Inventory ratings. Results showed that the overall
developmental quotient and personal social development of
control boys was significantly more advanced than that of the
high risk boys when SES and/or HOME scores were not considered.
Analyses of developmental data with SES as a covariate resulted
in less significant differences between the groups, and most
significantly, when HOME sccres were considered as a covariate,
all differences disappeared. The findings suggest that
paternal alcohol problems only affect the cognitive and motor
development of preschoolers wher they are sufficiently
disruptive to denigrate aspects of the family environment

related to early intellectual development.
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Introduction

Approximately 11 mi1lion American adults utilize alcohol
to the extant that they are diagnosed as alcoholics (Robins,
Helzer, Weissman, Orvaschel, Gruenberg, Burke, & Regier, 1984).
This results 1n approximately 7 million children under 18 years
being raised by an alcoholic parent (Woodside, 1982). Since
the offspring of alcoholic parents are at risk to develop
similar problems, nuﬁerous recent studies have begun to
investigate children of alcoholics (COA’s) in an attempt to
better understand the nature of their vulnerabilities (see
Kumpfer, 1987; Sher, 1987; or West & Prinz, 1987, for reviews).
Several studies have evaluated the relationship between
parental alcoholism and the cognitive functioning of COA’s with
no signs of fetal alcohol syndrome. The findings from this
work are inconsistent; three report nc significant differences
between COA’'s and control children (Herjanic, Herjanic, Penick,
Tomelleri, & Armbruster, 1977; Johnson & Rolf, in press;
Tarter, Hegedus, Goldstein, Shelly, & Alterman, 1984); six
found significantly lower IQ scores in COA’s (Bennett, Wolin, &
Reiss, 1988; Drejer, Theilgaard, Teasdale, Schulsinger, &
Goodwin, 1985; Ervin, Little, Streissguth, & Beck, 1984;
Gabrielli & Mednick, 1983; Noll & Zucker, 1983; Workman-Daniels
& Hesselbrock, 1987), and one study found no differences for

boys and girls combined, but significantly lowar IQ scores for
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Bridges, Solomon, & Condren, 1981).

significant shortcomings related to the methodology of
this body of research suggest that differences between outcomes
may be a result of these problems. A number of studies do not
clearly specify the nature and extent of the alcohol related
troubles, nor describe which parent is having these
difficulties. None specify when during the life of the child
the parental alcohol difficulties were occurring. Further,
many of the alcoholic families are samples that are selected on
the basis of their presence in a treatment facility at the time
an investigation is occurring. The impact of this acute crisis
on the child’s performance on cognitive tasks seems potentially
significant. Control families have typically been samples of
convenience and reports of work done to insure that alcohol
related problems are not occurring in the control families have
been lacking. Additionally, studies reporting differences on
measures of cognitive development have failed to insure that
the socioeconomic status (SES) o1 the two groups is similar,
and no study has evaluated the quality of available stimulaticn
and educational materials. Considerable evidence has
demonstrated that preschooler’s cognitive development is
strongly related to SES as well as the quality of stimulation
available in the child’s home environment (Bradley et al.,

1989).

The current study addresses these issues and compares the

5




Cognitive Development of Children of Alcoholics
5
cognitive and motor development of male preschool children from
intact families with a father recruited on the basis of his own
alcoholic difficulties during the 11fe of this child, and
contrasts these children to same age/sex neighborhood
comparison children from intact families whose fathers had not
experienced alcohol related difficulties during the l1ife of
their child.
Method

Subjects

The subjects in the present study are participants 1n the
Michigan State University Longitudinal Study (Zucker, 1987;
Zucker, Noll, & Fitzgerald. 1986). A1l convicted drunk drivers
from local district courts with a blcod alcohol level (BAL) of
0.15 percent or higher, who have a biological son currently
Tiving with them between the ages of 3-0 and 6-0 were recruited
into a longitudinal study of "child development and family
health."” Using door-to-door canvassing techniques, a matched
community control family was located for each high risk for
alcoholism family . This method was used to control for
effects of SES, age, birth position of the target child; and
sibship constellation. This is a yoked control and allows
findings from the alcoholic families to be contrasted to a
socially comparable but non-alcohol abusing population
(Garbarino & sherman, 1980). The first 21 matched pairs of

COA’s and comparison children from the T1 data set were
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utilized in the current study (Table 1).
Procedure
A1l families that participated in the project have
completed numerous questionnaires, interviews, and direct
observation sessions. Wave one data collection takes place
across ten sessions, requiring approximately 15 hours for each
parent and seven hours for each target child. Findings
rele* ant to family sés, the home environment, parental
drinking, and intelligence are reported in this paper, along

with developmental findings on the preschool children.

Insert Table 1 about here

parent Measures

Drinking and Alcohol Abuse

Each parent completed two questionnaires and one interview
which provided information about current use of alcohol,
history of alcohol involvement, and problems associated with

such use (Table 2).

Insert Table 2 about here

Short Form of the Michigan Alcoholism Screening Test

(SMAST). The SMAST (Selzer, 1971; 1975) was used as the

initial alcoholism screening inventory to insure that the
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ostensibly alcoholic families had men who in fact met
appropriate alcoholic diagnostic criteria, and that they were
having problems as a result of their drinking, and that control
families did r.ot have fathers who met these criteria. The
SMAST’s coverage of problems resulting from excessive drinking
is more broad-based than other alcoholism screening instruments
and problems related to social consequences, presence of
addictive symptoms, énd interpersonal problems are all well
covered by the SMAST.

Drinking and Drug History (DDH). This questionnaire was

developed to provide detailed information on current
consumption patterns of alcoholic beverages as well as 22
problems that commonly result from excessive drinking. This
instrument incorporates items from the 1978 NIDA survey
(Johnston, Bachman, & O’Malley, 1979), from the American
Drinking Practices survey (Cahalan, Cisin, & Crossley, 1969)
and from the V.A. Medical Center Research Questionnaire for
Alcohol (Schuckit, 1978). The consumption data from this
measure permitted cataloging of drinking patterns into the
quantity-frequency-variability (Q-F-V) indexes of heavy, moder-
ate, light, and infrequent drinker, and abstainer (Cahalan et
al., 196%). The data from the 22 problems listed on the
questionnaire provide information on time of first occurrence,
last occurrence, and the number of occurrences for each problem

during the respondents life time. 1Items have been carefully
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reviewed to yield information sufficient to provide diagnoses
according to DSM-III/R or Feighner criteria. Nonetheless,
data are only so good as respondent’s candor allows. Since
this instrument is a questionnaire, we thought 1t advisable to
triangulate 1n the drinking and drug use from other sources.
The two we use are the SMAST (see above), and the interviewer
administered Diagnostic Interview Schedule (see below), which
very carefully exp]oées later stage alcohol dependency and
sequelae,

Diagnostic Interview Schedule (DIS). The NIMH DIS-Version

III (Robins, Helzer, Croughan, & Ratcliff, 1980) is a
structured interview that allows trained lay interviewers to
gather extensive physical, alcohol and drug related, and mental
health (symptomatic) information that can then be processed to
yield diagnoses by way of the three major nosological systems
in use today (DSM-III/R, Feighner, RDC).

Lifetime Alcohol Problems Score (LAPS). The LAPS (Zucker,

1988) incorporates information on the breadth, density, and
onset of problems associated with drinking based upon data from
the above three instruments. The derived score consists of the
sum of three standardized scores: a) the number of areas in
which drinking problems are reported; b) the product of the sum
of the number of problem incidents reported for each area and
the interval, in years, between the first reported problem and

the most recent, divided by the respondent’s age squared; and

9
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c) the squared 1nverse of the age at whicnh the respondent
rep.~ted first drinking enough to get drunk. This measure is
unrelated to current consumption, and has already been shown to
be a valid indicator of differences in long term severity of
drinking difficulty.

Home Observation for Measurement of “he Environment (HOME)

The quality of environmental stimulation available to the
child was evaluated Sy using the HOME (Caldwell & Bradley,
1984). Considerable research has established a strong link
between quality of environmental stimulation and cognitive
development in children. This instrument includes 55 items
which are classified into eight subscales. The HOME has
excellent reliability (Bradley, Caldwell, & Elardo, 1979;:
Bradley, Caldwell, & Rock, 1988; van Doorninck, Caldwell,
Wright, & Frankenburg, 1981); validity data are available for
several different populations (Bradley et al., 1988;
Hellenbech, 1978; Bradley et al., 1989). Some of the items are
scored from direct observation in the child’s home, although
most items are scored from the report of the child’'s primary
caregiver.

Child Measure

Revised Yale Developmental Schedules (RYDS)

The RYDS (Provence, 1964) was used to assess developmental
function. The RYDS evaluates children’s development in five

areas: dgross motor, fine motor, adaptive, language, and

2
17
.




ﬂ

Cognitive Development of Children of Alcoholics
10
personal/social, and can be used with children from four weeks
to six years of age. Each examination takes about 90 minutes
to complete and provides a developmental age for the child in
each of the five aforementioned areas along with an overall
developmental quotient for the child. Previous work with the
RYDS has demonstrated its usefulness in the study of early
development of children (Noll, Kulkarni, & Netzloff, 1986;
Pennington, Puck, & &obinson, 1980; Provence & Lipton, 1962)
and its sensitivity to the impact of stressful life events
(No11 & Kulkarni, in press; Provence & Lipton, 1962). 1In
addition the RYDS has been used as a frame of reference for the
development of several other preschool assessment instruments
such as the Vineland (Krasner & Silverstein, 1976) and for
screening tests such as the Denver Developmental Screening Test
(DDST; Frankenburg, Dodds, Fandal, Kazuk, & Cohrs, 1975).
Scores on the RYDS correlate significantly (greater than .85)
with scores on the DDST and the Bayley Mental and Psychomotor
scales (Frankenburg, Camp, & Van Natta, 1971).
Results
As already noted, despite the careful neighborhood
matching, alcoholic and control families differed in both SES
and HOME scores (Table 2). The data also, not surprisingly,
show differences in father’s level of alcohol involivement
between the groups, but not significant differences for the

mothers.

Q j.l
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An 1nitial correlation matrix was computed to examine the
nature of the relationships between the drinking variables,
SES, HOME scores, and RYDS scores. None of the alcohol related
measures correlated with RYDS scores. Since SES and HOME
scores were significantly related to one another (r = .32, p «
.05) and the overall HOME score was significantly related to
the RYDS overall developmental quotient (r = .53, p < .01),
scores on these fami{ia1 variables were utilized as covariates
in a matched pairs analysis of variance comparing scores
between high risk and comparison children (Table 3). As can be
seen, develiopmental differences between the two groups are in
part accounted for by social clacs differences, but disappear

completely when lavel of home stimulation is partialled out.

Insert Table 3 about here

Discussion

These findings showed that, compared to a matched
neighborhood group of children, male preschool children of
al-oholic fathers had significant delays in overall
developmental quotient and personal/social developmeit. These
differences appear to be attributable to the lower SES of the
alcoholic homes and a primary result of the lesser quality of
cognitive, social, and emotional stimulation available in homes

where parents have been less economically successful. Thus,

tamt
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[AN]

despite being raised i1n equivalent neighborhoods (Garbarino &
Sherman, 1980), the male high risk children 1n this study had
less optimal rearing environments, which 1n turn were related
to less optimal cognitive development.

Our data suggest that parental psychopathology related to
alcohol may serve as a distal variable that manifests its
impact on the child’s early intellectual development through
pathways related its.inf1uence ¢1 the quality of the cognitive,
social, and emotional stimulatior available to the child in the
home environment. Whether parental alcoholism effects the
child’s early cognitive development appears to be dependent
upon whether these problems impact the quality of the home
environment. Having an alcoholic parent per se does not appear
to be directly related to early language, visual spatial, and
motor development in the child. These firdings parallel
results of greater impact of parental alcoholism on children
when family rituals are altered (Bennett, Wolin, Reiss, &
Teitelbaum, 1987; Wolin, Bennett, & Noonan, 1979). That is,
when alcohol problems disrupt patterns of family behavior that
have significance for the family beyond their functional
importance, there is considerably greater transmission of
alcohol related aifficulties to the child’s generation.

This work suggests that preschool boys who are children of
alcoholic fathers do not, per se, have delays in ear:iy

cognitive development as compared to boys from similar, but

13
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nonalcoholic home environments. The findings dramatically
demonstrate the impact of the quality of the home environment
on cognitive and motor development of preschoolers; differences
between high risk boys and controls were present when
significant variations in the quality of stimulation between
the families were not considered. The results suggest that
paternal alcoholism itself is not associated with cognitive
deficits in male chi{dren. Rather, the data suggest that
cognitive deficits in v -2 children occur when parental
alcohol difficulties are sufficient to denigrate the quality of

the home environment.
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Table 1

Backaround Characteristics of Alcoholic Families (N=21)

and Matched Neighborhood Comparison Families (N=21)

Variable Alcoholic Control t
Family SES? 29.1 43.5 -2.64"
Family HOME 41.0 45.6 -2.32*
Age of father (yearsi 31.7 31.2 -0.93
Age of mother (years) 29.5 29.7 -1.30
Parent 1Q° 101.9 103.0 -0.23
Age of child (months) 50.0 50.4 -0.12

®*Revised Duncan Socioeconomic Index (TSEI21; Stevens &
Featherman, 1981), a widely used indicator of occupation
ranking. PBased upon mean IQ score of father and mother from

two WAIS-R subtests-information and digit symbol.

*p ¢ .05, two-tailed.




Cognitive Development of Children of Alcoholics

15

Table 2

Current Drinking and Alcohol Probliems for Alcoholic (N=21) and

Matched Neighborhood Comparison Families (N=21)

Variable Alcoholic Control t
Father LAPS - 10.7 8.4 2.62°
Father SMAST 7.0 0.5 7.09%**
Father Q-F-V 3.7 3.3 0.69
Mother LAPS 10.2 ) 8.9 1.61
Mother SMAST 0.9 0.5 0.94
Mother Q-F-V 3.4 3.1 0.69

*p < .05, two-tailed. ***p < .001, two-tailed.

16
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Tabkle 3

Scores_on the Revised Yal: Develoomental Schedules-Matched Pair

Comparisons between Children of Alcoholics (COA’s: N=21) and .

Neighborhood Comparison Chilidren (N=21)

variable COA’s Controls E? F® E®

Overall Developmental 52:4 55.1 4 _45% 1.43 0.59
Quotient

Gross Motor 48.9 49.9 0.04 0.01 0.00
Fine Motor 52.6 56.6 4.20 2.65 1.28
Adaptive 53.6 55.8 1.95 0.08 0.08
Language 52.9 55.5 1.85 0.91 0.27
Personal/Social 52.4 57.2 12.49* 8.57* 3.80

% Chronolecgical age of the child as a covariate. b Chronological
age of the child and family SES as covariates. ¢ Chronological

age of the child and family HOME score as covariates.

*p < .05, two-tailed. **p ¢ .01, two-tailed.

R
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